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EUROPE FROM 911  TO 1198

The Italian
cities

Venice,
and its
peculiar
position

in the thirteenth century, had not Frederick II, after yielding
to the Pope his control over the bishops, yielded also to the
nobles his control over the towns.

So far we have been dealing with town life on quite a
small scale. The only exceptions were in the Low Countries
and the Rhine district, but even there the population of very
few towns can have reached five figures before the thirteenth
century. Elsewhere we have to visualise for the most part
small market towns inhabited by craftsmen producing and
selling their own wares and small tradesmen selling the goods
imported by travelling merchants. It is an entirely different
picture when we turn to Italy, which in economic development
was a century ahead of the rest of Western Europe, since
town life was there traditional, and the peace given by Otto I
made a rapid recovery possible. The political authority of
the bishop was also traditional, but there were besides numer-
ous noble families, some of them living inside the town, others
in the adjacent countryside, who were accustomed to share
in the life of the town. For urban life was not a novelty but
a familiar and a normal condition in Italy, and we hear of all
classes meeting together in the assembly ; usually, however,
it was an assembly of notables, only the more wealthy
merchants being allowed to act with the nobles as advisers
to the bishop. City patriotism was very marked; an early
instance of this was the solidarity of the Milanese under
archbishop Aribert in opposition to Conrad II. The city-state
was already in embryo.

In Venice it was actually in being, but Venice was a law
unto itself. Protected by its lagoons, it had escaped the
worst evils of both periods of invasion, and had preserved
something of the older system of government; its doge (duke)
was the natural successor of the Roman imperial governor of
the district, and it continued to acknowledge the Emperor at
Constantinople as its sovereign. It was never subject to the
Western Emperor, to the political authority of a bishop, to
the conditions of feudal government. It had a long lead in
the field of commerce, and was a real republic in the tenth
century, when it began to assert its sovereignty over the
Adriatic. There was quite a possibility, especially during
the years (991-1009) when Peter Orseolo II was doge, that
a tyranny might be created if the dynastic ambitions of the